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Introduction
This essay presents a correlation study of student satisfaction with
Writing Center services based on the number of visits students made to the

Center during two different semesters. It also tells a story of how we
learned to stop fearing numbers and love the interpretation of them - of
how we came to use quantitative research to gain some answers to a
question we could not have addressed as efficiently using only qualitative
methods. In conducting the quantitative study, we wanted to extend our
semesterly evaluation beyond measuring student satisfaction of services
to answer the research question posed in the essay's title. Or, in other
words, we wanted to know if we could say confidently that the more
students came to the Writing Center, the more they liked it. While we
believe the essay sheds some light on this question, we also offer it as an
example of quantitative research, not because we believe such research is
definitive or necessarily "better" than other methods, but because we want
to try to demonstrate and perhaps encourage yet another way of attempting

to know about writing center phenomena.
Writing center scholarship generally privileges qualitative methods, such as ethnographic narratives, individual case studies, and even

stories, to assess writing center work. These methodologies produce
finely grained and locally specific descriptions of various writing center
concerns: issues of consultant training, consultations with disabled or

honors students, issues of institutional politics, and the like. While
qualitative methods have produced an impressive body of scholarship on
the rich and complex work of writing centers, Cindy Johanek has argued

in Composing Research: A Contextualist Paradigm for Rhetoric and
Composition, winner of the 2001 IWCA Scholarship Award, that the
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dominance of qualitative research in writing centers, as well as in
composition, has led to the devaluing of quantitative methods that might
enable center scholars to investigate and refine assumptions based on
observation, intuition, and qualitative description. One reason for the
devaluing of statistical research, Johanek argues, is that writing center and
composition scholars like writing that is more literary, writing that tells a

good story. Quantitative research, in contrast, requires numbers, and
rouses math anxiety. Further, the prose explanations that accompany the
numbers tend to be couched in a supposedly objective voice that often
leads to dry prose and tedious reading.
Johanek's claim that statistical research has never enjoyed much
currency in the writing center community is on target. In the past few
years, Neal Lerner's "Counting Beans and Making Beans Count" and his
recent correction of it, "Choosing Beans Wisely," have little company in
center scholarship. In his first piece, "Counting Beans," though nearly
apologizing for using quantitative measures, Lerner shows how a study of

the correspondences between SAT scores and first-year composition
grades for two groups of students, "those using the center and those not,"
enabled him to convince his administration that his Center was contributing to the improvement of writing on his campus. In his second, "Choosing

Beans Wisely," he refutes the first, pointing to a flaw in his study. More
recently, James Bell demonstrated in The Writing Center Journal how
what he calls "small-scale evaluation" can be conducted via survey and
arrayed in tabular form to present clear data to administrators interested
in writing center effectiveness. Though Bell does not conduct any statistical analysis beyond presenting percentages of responses to evaluative
questions on a Likert scale, his piece marks the first time in a long time that

quantitative tables have graced or stained (depending on your perspective)
the pages of The Writing Center Journal.
The scarcity of such work can also be attributed to most writing
center directors subscribing to a postmodern, anti-foundational epistemology, a stance from which knowledge is seen as constructed, tenuous,
relative. In contrast, numbers, what administrators like to call "hard data,"

are sometimes erroneously considered The Truth by bad scientists and
statisticians, as well as by anyone else who adheres to a naively positi vistic
epistemology or, more often, who does not want to confront the complex-

ity of multiple realities that most center scholars embrace. Bell, himself,
falls somewhat into this trap when he states, "[a]s writing centers mature,
they demand more reliable and valid information; as senior administrators

face tougher budget decisions in the face of more skilled lobbying, they
look for more trustworthy data" (8). The rhetoric here - "more reliable"
and "valid" - implies that, for Bell, numbers provide superior representations of lived reality and material phenomena. Though we will present a
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quantitative study, we will simultaneously challenge our methodology as
we promote it. Unlike Bell, we do not believe numbers are necessarily a

more reliable way to measure complex realities; like Johanek, we do
believe that they are one way of knowing, helpful in illuminating what she

calls "dark knowledge" - lore that we feel to be true from experience
because several people have reported similar experiences but that cannot
be substantiated in any summative generality.
The "lore" in this case is the idea that the more times students visit

the writing center, the more they like it. This assumption is implied
throughout writing center scholarship in discussions of the virtues of
return business. It also emerges consistently in hallway chat at writing
center conferences. In fact, return business has even been a cause for
concern when students become overly dependent on the center or like it
too much (see Sherwood). Thus, the question of whether the writing center
"regular" is happier with the service than the "one-timer" seemed to us the

kind of lore that quantitative measurement might challenge or elucidate.
As we attempt to use statistical correlations to get at this question, we also

hope to avoid the deadening prose that plagues such studies, but be
forewarned that it might necessarily creep in - despite our good inten-

tions.

Why Quantitative Research?
In response to university-wide calls for assessment and our own
felt need to gauge student satisfaction, our Writing Center has surveyed,
for a number of years, the satisfaction level of a sample of students in
required writing courses (two at the freshman level and a junior level
requirement) on six criteria of consultant performance and student attitudes toward writing. The survey solicited the students' perceptions of the

consultants' interest and courtesy, the consultants' knowledge, the consultants' ability to help students do their own work, the students' increase
in confidence, the students' perceptions of their improvement as writers,

and their overall satisfaction, configured as their willingness to recommend the Center to others. Each semester this data was gathered and
tabulated by hand and calculated to produce mean levels of satisfaction for

each criterion. Like most writing centers which conduct such surveys,
ours was rated quite well, we all felt good, the peer consultants smiled, and

we added the means to our headcounts to provide a "data driven" (the
administration's term, not ours) report that satisfied our dean at the end of

the semester. We were also interested in this question because our
semester headcounts were telling us that although the Center enjoyed a
good reputation among students on campus, most students were one-time

visitors.
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While we were considering this dilemma, Pete had been working

on a University Senate committee studying salary compaction using
residual analysis, a statistical method that predicts the amount any given

faculty member's salary should be based upon an agreed-upon set of
criteria such as years of service, number of local promotions, years in
different ranks, and the like. Pete was on the committee, not because he
had a background in statistics (quite the contrary!), but as one who could
help decide upon relevant evaluative criteria and offer more qualitative
information to account for the salary compaction the university was
attempting to address. Another member of the committee and one of

Pete's longtime Senate cronies was Steven Lamb, the Chair of the

Analytical Department of the School of Business, and the institution's
resident statistical wizard. Pete began to be intrigued by the way in which

the data created a representation that then became the grist for complex

interpretation. In addition, he and Lamb began to have some very
interesting philosophical conversations on how realities are constructed

and represented. Pete was surprised that Lamb, though a dedicated
statistician, was not a confirmed positivist, but in fact took a rather
postmodern view of statistics. Thus, Pete began to wonder whether a little

number crunching might not be able to help out the Center. At the same
time, Doug was developing quite an elaborate record-keeping system on
the Center's new OWL that would allow for the retrieval of a variety of
data about student visits; but though we could retrieve data we did not
know what to do with it. After some discussion, we decided to survey
students about their levels of satisfaction (see the survey items below), as
was done in past semesters, but then to take the raw data to statisticians to

get a more sophisticated reading of it.

Methodology, or What We (actually the Statisticians) Did
Once the surveys were completed, we conferred with Lamb to see

how the raw data might be used. We told him of our curiosity about lack
of repeat business, and he recommended a study of correlation to see if
students who came more often rated the Center higher on the survey items.

Means and standard deviations were calculated, and a study of correlation
was conducted to answer the following research question overall and for
each criterion: Does frequency of visits to the Writing Center increase
student satisfaction? The null hypothesis is that frequency of visits has no
effect on student satisfaction. Although our Center in any given semester

will consult with students from over 100 different courses, the students
surveyed for this study were limited to those in the university's required

writing courses:
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English 101: The first of a two-course freshman sequence taken
by students with SAT verbal scores below 520 (about 65%-70%
entering freshmen), English 101 requires students to write six
expository essays based on personal experience and observation
in a variety of modes, ranging from narration to persuasion. The
course is taught almost exclusively by adjunct faculty and teaching assistants following a common syllabus and supervised by the
Director of Writing Programs.

English 105: The second course of the freshman sequence,
English 105 requires students to write persuasive essays from
sources, including a research paper. The course objective is to

introduce and provide practice in academic writing. It, like
English 101, is taught almost exclusively by adjunct faculty and
teaching assistants, with teaching assistants following a common
syllabus and adjuncts having liberty for variation.

English 305 and 305t: After completing 62 hours in good
standing, every ISU student is required to take English 305 or
305t. English 305 requires expository and persuasive writing
usually based in the humanities or cultural studies. English 305t
is a course in technical writing, with five or six shorter reports
leading to a research report on a topic in the student' s major. Both

courses are almost exclusively taught by full-time tenured and
tenure-track faculty at liberty to design their own syllabi.
Students in courses other than these were not surveyed, nor were
students in English 1 07, an advanced freshman writing course for students

who placed out of the two-semester sequence required of over 70% of ISU
freshmen. The selection of the data was justified by the fact that students

in the courses surveyed constitute slightly more than half of Center
clientele. In addition, they would provide adequate sample sizes, unlike
the few students from each of the many classes in the disciplines. Students

in 305 and 305t, despite the differences in these courses, were combined

to assure a sample size for advanced student writers that could be
compared to the samples for beginning writers. While this combination
introduces an extraneous variable - technical writing versus non-technical - students in 305 and 305t can both be considered advanced student

writers for purposes of comparison and contrast with freshmen. All have
completed the freshmen requirements and the 62 hours needed for junior
standing. The numbers of students who filled out surveys breaks down as

shown in Table 1:
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Table 1: Number of Students by Course and Semester
Course
Fall

101

105

305/305t

1999

Spring 2000 140 50 42
Totals
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course in which the student was enrolled. No names were solicited. Seven

survey questions followed. The first item asked students to identify the
number of consultations they had during the semester, and the next six
asked them to provide ratings on a Likert scale:

1 . How many times have you visited the Writing Center this
semester?

2. The consultant was courteous and took interest in my work.
3. The consultant was knowledgeable about writing.
4. The consultant helped me to do my own work, rather than
"taking over my paper."
5. My confidence in successfully completing assignments improved.
6. My visit(s) to the Center helped me improve my writing.
7. I would recommend the Writing Center to other students.

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/wcj/vol22/iss1/6
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The Likert scale for each question ranged from 5 to 1, with "strongly
agree" corresponding to 5 and "strongly disagree" corresponding to 1.
Once the surveys were returned to us, Lamb put us in touch with

students in the School of Business who could do the "runs," as statistics
folk like to say. The data for the fall semester, 1999, were run by two
students - Jennifer Hilburn and Alyssa Friend - as a project for an advanced statistics course. Data for the spring semester, 2000, were run by
Melissa Peters, a member of the Quads Club, a student group dedicated to
statistical analysis. All students were supervised by Constance McLaren,
the professor teaching advanced statistics and the faculty sponsor of the
Quads Club. Aside from enabling us to have the data entered and arrayed
reliably by unbiased and knowledgeable people, recruiting the students
afforded us an opportunity to do some public relations with the School of
Business.

Data for all courses were entered into Microsoft Excel by course.
Means and standard deviations were calculated for each item, as were
correlations between number of visits and ratings of satisfaction. Correlations were reported for each course and semester for the purpose of

comparison (see Table 4). Correlations were then run grouping all
students together for each of the two semesters surveyed (see Table 5 ). The

number of visits, from one to five or more, constituted the independent
variable, and the responses, the dependent variable. Correlations were
deemed significant only at the .05 level, meaning there is no more than a
1 in 20 possibility that a positive or negative correlation could be the result

of chance, as will be further explained below in the analysis of the

correlational results.
Results: Means

Means and standard deviations for fall semester of 1999 and

spring semester of 2000 are displayed in Tables 2 and 3. Means are used
to measure levels of student satisfaction for discrete groups depending on
the number of visits but do not indicate correlation between number of

visits and increased student satisfaction. That will come later.

Published by Purdue e-Pubs, 2022

7

Writing Center Journal, Vol. 22 [2022], Iss. 1, Art. 6

90 The Writing Center Journal

Table 2: Means by Number of Visits for Each Item, Fall 1999

#

of

1

2

3

4

5+

Visits n~64 n=34 n=29 n=17 n=23
Item 2: 4.109 4.059 4.000 4.353 4.348
Mean

std. dev. 0.893 0.694 0.886 0.493 0.714
Item 3: 4.125 4.029 4.103 4.412 4.087
Mean

std. dev. 0.845 0.870 0.724 0.618 1.083
Item 4: 4.234 4.265 4.276 4.471 4.130
Mean

std. dev. 0.921 0.710 0.882 0.624 1.100
Item 5: 3.656 3.529 3.897 4.235 4.130

Mean
std. dev. 0.979 0.992 0.900 0.562 0.869
Item 6: 3.437 3.500 3.987 4.294 4.087

Mean

std. dev. 1.006 1.108 0.900 0.772 1.041
Item 7: 3.969 4.088 4.552 4.765 4.174
Mean

std. dev. 0.854 1.138 0.686 0.437 0.887

Average 3.9219 3.9120 4.1210 4.4216 4.1560
std. dev. 0.7352 0.7160 0.6070 0.3914 0.7890
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Table 3: Means by Item and Number of Visits, Spring 2000

#

of

1

2

3

4

5+

Visits n=85 n=46 n=35 n=22 n=44 23
Item 2: 4.163 4.217 4.147 4.318 4.409 8
Mean

std. dev. 0.749 0.664 0.892 0.477 0.658 4
Item 3: 4.209 4.109 4.118 4.409 4.182 7
Mean

std. dev. 0.721 0.664 0.892 0.590 0.853 3
Item 4: 4.279 4.300 4.441 4.455 4.318 0
Mean

std. dev. 0.807 0.571 0.824 0.671 0.909 0
Item 5: 3.709 3.565 3.941 4.091 4.091 0
Mean

std. dev. 0.906 0.958 0.919 0.610 0.772 9
Item 6: 3.465 3.630 4.059 4.227 4.273 7
Mean

std. dev. 0.966 1.082 0.814 0.685 0.845 1
Item 7: 4.012 4.065 4.471 4.682 4.432 4
Mean

std. dev. .874 1.162 0.706 0.477 0.759 7

Average 3.973 3.981 4.196 4.364 4.284 60
std. dev. 0.837 0.890 0.814 0.585 0.798 90
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As in previous semesters, the means for both semesters indicate
a reasonably high level of satisfaction, with the lowest at 3.437 and the
majority over 4 on the 5-point Likert scale. This is the kind of information
that, along with high head counts, we like to present to deans or any other

administrator who is interested, and it can be useful for public relations
and to demonstrate, in a rough way, a center's effectiveness. However, as
writing center directors, we need to be a little more astute if we are to
interpret these numbers in ways that can help us know our environments
better and promote increased use of the writing center. For instance, it is

telling that the lower means generally come in response to items 5 and 6:
my confidence in completing assignments improved, and my visit(s) to
the Center helped me improve my writing. These questions focus not on
the consultant's performance but on the student writers' themselves.
Further, the means tend to rise as the number of visits increase, increasing

1 1 of 16 times (8 in each table for questions 5 and 6) with one remaining
the same. We might draw the conclusion, then, that frequency of visits
contributes to student confidence, but doing so is problematic: we do not
know yet if students equate increased confidence with increased satisfaction. And with only the means we cannot know if the differences between
the higher and lower means are statistically significant in terms of number
of visits. More on this in the conclusions below.
Results: Correlations

Tables 4 and 5 report the correlations, but before revealing the
data, we would like to explain what correlations mean. For those of you
in the audience with a background in statistics, you may skip straight to the

tables. For those of you who, like us, are new to this kind of thing, it is
essential to read the next few sentences, tedious and even arcane as they
may be, if the numbers are to make any sense. 1 Correlations are based on

comparisons of student responses within and among groups, i.e., responses of all students who came once are compared to each other as well
as to responses of students who came twice, and so on. A grand mean is
calculated for all responses. This grand mean is subtracted from individual

raw scores to get the total units of variation. Variation based on group
differences - i.e., by number of visits is figured by subtracting group
means from the grand mean - and then the grand mean is subtracted from

individual scores within groups to measure variation resulting from
individual differences. If your eyes are beginning to glaze over, we
sympathize. Remember, we had statisticians do all this for us. A comparison of the variation of responses between and among groups is used for
what statisticians call a test of significance based on an F-ratio (sometimes

alternately called a P-value depending on what statistics handbook you

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/wcj/vol22/iss1/6
DOI: 10.7771/2832-9414.1492

10

Carino and Enders: Does Frequency of Visits to the Writing Center Increase Student S

Does Frequency of Visits Increase Student Satisfaction? 93

read). The F-ratio represents the ratio of explained variation to unexplained variation. Statisticians consult an F-table, which yields "degrees
of freedom" in the variations. They then must decide the degree of error
they are willing to tolerate to claim statistical significance. Usually, the
ratio is 1 to 20, meaning, once again, that the results could only occur by
chance 1 in 20 times in the explained variation.
It should be understood in the tables below that the numerical

correlations do not represent levels of satisfaction but rather the degree to
which higher ratings of satisfaction correlated with number of visits. The
shaded cells contain significant correlations. For example, in T able 4, item
5, "my writing improved," a statistically significant correlation exists for

students in the 300-level writing course in the Fall of 1999, meaning that
a student who came to the Center twice was more likely to give a higher
rating on that question than a student who came once, a student who came
three times was more likely to give a higher rating than one who came
twice, and so on.
If you are not versed in statistics, one more thing is needed before

we turn you loose on the tables. If you are, we hope you have skipped all
this and are already enjoying the data. For the smaller of the groups

sampled, such as the students sampled in the 300-level courses, the
numbers representing the correlations must be higher to be significant.
That is, the smaller the group, the higher the numbers representing
significant correlation; the larger the group, the smaller the numbers can
be. Be careful, then, in making comparisons. Correlations from one group
cannot be compared to those of another without considering the sample
size of each group. Put more simply (we hope), a figure of 0.175 would
represent stronger statistical significance in a sample of 125 than, for
example, a figure of 0.200 in a sample of only 50. This difference occurs

because the larger sample size allows for more reliable measures of

variation.

In addition, the correlations represent only the percentage of
variation that can be accounted for by number of visits for each item.
These can be calculated by squaring the correlation. For instance, the
significant correlation of .400 in item 6 for students from 300-level
courses when squared comes to %16, meaning that only 16% of variance
could be measured for that group based on differences between groups.
Nevertheless, within that 16% there is only a 1 in 20 chance that the
correlation could occur by chance. Enough said. To the tables.
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Table 4: Correlations by Course and Semester

Course, *300-level 300-level **101 101 ***105

Semester Fall=99 Spring=00 Fall=99 Spring=00 Spring=00
# of respondents n=43 n=42 n=124 n=140 n=50
Item 2: Consultant 0.269 0.140 0.088 0.126 0.292
was courteous

Item 3: Consultant -0.066 0.117 0.470 0.080 0.109

was knowledgeable
Item 4: Consultant did 0.203 0.069 -0.027 0.047 0.186
not take over paper

Item 5: My confidence 0.379 0.173 0.196 0.210 0.248

increased

Item 6: My writing 0.400 0.457 0.272 0.281 0.395
improved
Item 7: Would 0.284 0.234 0.178 0.183 0.313
recommend the Center

Average 0.319 0.198 0.169 0.154 0.257

Shaded cells mark statistically significant correlat

ber , and pardon our redundancy, that "significant" means
that there is no higher than a 1 in 20 possibility that the c

be the product of chance. Remember also that the corre

for a percentage of the units of variation that can be meas

can be calculated by squaring the correlation. Statis

though shaded cells mark correlations that a statistician

cant, none of the correlations can be designated as

numbers in the unshaded cells are not statistically rel
numbers suggest reverse correlation - that increased vi
isfaction - but the two negative correlations in this study

cally significant.

While Table 4 separates students by course and se
5 groups students together maintaining separation on
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Table 5: Correlations by Semester: All Students
All Students Fall 1999 Spring 2000
n=167 n=232

Item 2: Consultant was courteous 0.103 0.166
and interested

Item 3: Consultant was knowledgeable 0.032 0.096
Item 4: Consultant did not take over 0.002 0.083
my paper

Item 5: My confidence improved 0.223 0.210
Item 6: My writing improved 0.281 0.330
Item 7: I would recommend the 0.197 0.232

Writing Center

Average

0.

187

0.

1

86

Shaded cells show statistically sign
of visits and student satisfaction
significant. The most significant c
writing improved," meaning freq
significant positive effect on stud

Findings
From a postmodern perspective, we cringe a bit at using a heading
that says, "Findings." For us, the term suggests a positivistic epistemology
whereby "truth" is out there to be discovered. Nevertheless, in wanting to

give this methodology a fair shot and in keeping with what the technical
writing books tell us about explaining statistics, we first offer simple
descriptive statements of the data. Aside from forcing us to behave like
"objective" researchers (at least for now), these will help to point out what
is in the tables, though not necessarily what the correlations suggest. That
will come later.

• Means indicated a high level of satisfaction across semesters and
courses (Tables 2 and 3).

• Several correlations are statistically significant but none are
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statistically strong. Statements below should be read with this

limitation in mind.

• Frequency of visits did not significantly affect student satisfac-

tion with the courtesy of the consultants (item 2) in either

semester, whether students were grouped by course level (Table
4) or grouped together (Table 5).
• Frequency of visits influenced students' perceptions of the consultants' knowledge (item 3) in only one group, writers in English

101 in Fall, 1999.

• Frequency of visits did not significantly influence students'
perceptions of the consultants' ability to help them do their own
work (item 4) in either semester, whether they were grouped by
course level (Table 4) or together by semester (Table 5).
• Frequency of visits significantly influenced students' confidence
as writers (item 5) in three of five groups (Table 4). English 101
students in both Fall, 1 999, and Spring, 2000, were more likely to
give a higher rating on this item the more visits they made (Table

4). When students were grouped together (Table 5), there was a
statistically significant correlation on this item in both semesters.

• Frequency of visits significantly influenced the students' perceptions that their writing improved (item 6) in all groups, whether

they were separated by course (Table 4) or grouped together
(Table 5).
• In both semesters, frequency of visits influenced freshmen writers to recommend the Writing Center (item 7), but had no effect

on students in junior-level writing courses (Table 4). When all
students were grouped together (Table 5), significant correlation
occurred for both semesters.

• For the total sample in both fall and spring, frequency of visits did
not increase student satisfaction for items 2-4, which measure
satisfaction with the tutors, but did for items 5-7, which focus

more on the students' perceptions of themselves.
Conclusions

Now that we have presented the findings as objectively as we can,

we can draw some conclusions from them. But, once again, we find

ourselves uncomfortable with the term. Though it is the kind of heading
that often appears at the end of quantitative research studies, it smacks too

much of conclusiveness, especially when rather than closure we are

seeking continuous, albeit more informed, conversation. This is where the
fun begins, where we can interpret, where we can go, if not postal, at least
postmodern. We will draw some conclusions, but they will, of course, be
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contestable. W e invite you to challenge them and to look for variables that

the study does not account for: for example, the changes in tutorial staff
from semester to semester. At the same time, we hope you will see how
the numbers are another way of supporting assumptions based in lore,
providing grist for the interpretive mill that we did not have before.

Item 2: The consultant was courteous and took interest in my work.
There was no significant correlation for any group on the question

of the consultants' courtesy and interest in the student's work. While we
were hoping the data would support the lore that the more students use the
Center, the more they like it, and thus would rate it higher, that assumption
did not hold true for this item. On the plus side, however, the fact that there

was no correlation between number of visits and student satisfaction

supports one tenet of Writing Center training: that consultants consistently behave courteously, whether with a one-time visitor or a regular.
This claim also holds when the groups are run together by semester (see
Table 5) and is further borne out by the means, which on this item are all
above 4. 1 on the 5-point Likert scale. This information could prove useful

in touting the Writing Center to administrators or in publicity material;
that is, no matter how frequent or infrequent students come to the Center
they consistently find a caring and courteous staff.

Item 3: The consultant was knowledgeable about writing.
The variety and range of correlation between visits and satisfaction by course on students' perceptions of the consultant's knowledge
were inconclusive. Indeed, these figures are all over the lot. Only one
represents a significant correlation, the 0.470 for students in the Fall,
1999, sections of English 101, yet curiously it is one of the highest
correlations in the study. One way we can account for this correlation is
to speculate that because students in these sections are in their first
semester of college, they were perhaps more impressed with the consultants, but, to be honest, such a conclusion sounds rather lame. We might
also suspect, or fear, that some kind of "buddy effect" was developing that

semester between these students and the consultants. Oddly enough, the
correlation for students from the same course a year later is very low while

in the same semester for students in the 300-level courses, a negative
correlation emerged (the more they came, the less they thought consult-

ants were knowledgeable). This negative correlation, however, is not
statistically significant. If we can conclude anything, except for the one
high correlation that we cannot account for, the consultants do not appear
more knowledgeable if the students come to the Center more often. Again
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an argument for consistency in the performance of consultants could be

made.

Item 4: The consultant helped me to do my own work, rather than
"taking over" my paper.
Whether students were measured by course or grouped together,
the lack of significant correlations on the question of whether the consult-

ant was appropriating or "taking over the paper" rather than helping
students do their own work suggests that as visits increase, consultants
remained vigilant about not doing the students' work, or at least students
perceived them this way. In other words, the figures suggest that there was

generally no "buddy effect" developing whereby the more students came
to the Center, the more the consultants began to do for them. These figures
were a heartening serendipity because our training program teaches a mix

of directive and non-directive strategies for consulting to promote the
student's independence and preserve the academic integrity of the consultations without withholding instructive information. The lack of correlation for any group (Table 4) and for the groups run together (Table 5),
coupled with fairly high means on this item, could help us counter charges

by paranoid faculty that the center promotes a form of institutionally
sanctioned plagiarism.

Item 5: My confidence in successfully completing assignments improved.
Significant correlations between visits and confidence level for
three of five courses, to a limited degree, bolster the writing center
community's belief that centers build writers' confidence as visits in-

crease. This is a nice claim to demonstrate to administrators obsessed with

retention, for often retention literature cites confidence as a determining
factor in student persistence. It would be better if significant correlations

had been achieved for each group, and even better if strong correlations
occurred. But they didn't. However, when the groups were run together
(Table 5), the significant correlation held on this point. Although correlations for item 5 are not strong, the number that are significant suggests that

there is statistical evidence to claim that practice at the discussion of
writing appears to lead to familiarity with the process of composing and
confidence in operating within it.
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Item 6: My visit(s) to the Writing Center helped me to improve my
writing.
It would be wonderful to be able to say with certainty that the

consistent correlations for this item in Tables 4 and 5 corroborate the

writing center community's core belief that consultations improve student
writing. But, as pointed out earlier, we can't quite say that. This question,

rather, documents students' perceptions of improvement, and thus other
variables come into play. What do students believe constitutes improvement? How do they measure it? Do students who have spent more time
in the Center want to feel they have not wasted their time and thus become
more prone to claiming improvement whether it was there or not? On the

other hand, students may have some reasonable criteria for measuring
improvement, the primary one being improved grades over the course of
several visits to the Center, though given Lerner' s most recent work on

the relationship of writing center attendance and grades, we would
hesitate to make this claim. Students might also gauge improvement in
terms of feeling less anxiety in producing texts or in finding more
satisfaction in what they have produced. Writing improvement is difficult
to measure, and measures of it in early composition studies often said less

about the writing than about the criteria used: e.g., number of t-units,
number of coherence markers, length, number of general to specific
questions (see North, Chapter 6, on this problem). While it would be
interesting and helpful to know what criteria, beyond grades, students use

in assessing their improvement, it would require that they be surveyed,
and their texts be examined in terms of these criteria as well as by criteria

valued by supposedly expert evaluators. Here knowledge begins to get
murky. It slips out from under the numbers as variables increase, and
reality becomes more of a construct than something quantifiable. Nevertheless, the correlations for this question are encouraging in their consistency; in both tables, they demonstrate the highest degree of correlation
between number of visits and student satisfaction. While they are certainly

not definitive knowledge on student improvement, they provide ready
ammunition in arguing that writing centers have a positive effect on
student writers' perceptions of improvement.

Item 7: 1 would recommend the Writing Center to other students.
The means for both groups indicate that, in general, students are
enthusiastic about recommending the Center. The correlations, however,
suggest that freshmen in the 1 00-level courses are more likely to do so than

the juniors in the 300-level. When divided by course, significant correla-

tions between satisfaction and number of visits occur at the 1 00-level but
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not at the 300-level. Reading the figures optimistically, we might conclude that the lack of correlation, coupled with strong means, for the
advanced writers shows that these students do not differentiate the

benefits of the Center by number of visits, again supporting the argument
for a high level of consistency in the staffs work. Reading them pessimis-

tically, we would have to say that the juniors are less impressed than
freshmen, for whom the Center may seem novel. When the 300- and 1 00-

level students are grouped together by semester (Table 5), a significant
correlation holds between the number of visits and the levels of higher
satisfaction. In a crude way, then, the figures for item 7 in Table 5 enable

us to answer our overall research question: Does frequency of visits
increase student satisfaction? Generally the answer is "yes," but only if
we are willing to see a willingness to recommend the Center as synonymous with satisfaction. If we look, instead, at the overall averages for all
questions, the answer changes.

Averages
The averages for the means for each semester (Tables 2 and 3)
show a reasonably strong level of satisfaction in all groups, with all ratings

by students with more than two visits above 4.0 and all by students with
more than two above 3.9. In terms of correlations, however, the averages
show no statistically significant relationship between levels of satisfaction and number of visits, whether the groups are separated, as in T able 4,
or measured together, as in Table 5. Thus, if we take the sum of all of our
questions as equal to the larger research question of whether more frequent

visits mean higher satisfaction, then we must accept the null hypothesis.
On the one hand, we are inclined to choose the results of item 7 and reject

the null hypothesis because such a choice happily supports the lore that

many center folks hold about repeat business. This position can be
defended by arguing that items 2-4 are more a measure of student
perceptions of consultant performance than a measure of their own
satisfaction. That is, the significant correlations that dominate items 5-7
on both tables focus more on the students' happiness regarding themselves. On the other hand, we believe that to measure overall satisfaction
the consultants should be included because the qualities in them measured
in items 2-4 contribute to the responses in items 5-7, and thus the overall
averages.

End of Study, Not End of Story
Ultimately, we find ourselves answering our research question
deconstructively, positing a "yes" based on one way of reading the data
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and undoing it with a "no" based on another, or placing the two answers
side by side to say "yes" and "no." To those who would use statistics in the
belief that they are definitive, this move would likely be condemned as the
kind of semantic legerdemain that literary types enjoy. They could muster

an argument for accepting the null hypothesis because while some
correlations are significant, none are strong. Or they might look at the

clean division in Table 5 between insignificant correlation on items

focused on consultants and significant correlation on items focused on
students to argue that frequency of visits increases student satisfaction
with their own progress but not satisfaction with the consultants' work.
And we wouldn't disagree with any of these arguments. In fact, this latter

claim would reflect well on our training program in suggesting that the
consultants' performance is consistent with regulars and one-time visitors
alike, and that as a result of this consistency the more students come in, the
more they feel they are better writers. Then we are back to rejecting the

null hypothesis, which is again fine with us because we have never liked

binary arguments settled only by a choice between "either-or." As
Thomas Pynchon wrote, "Excluded middles are bad shit."
So if our conclusion is finally inconclusive, have we wasted our
time, have we decided that what the statistics tell us is not worth the effort?

We don't think so. While we have presented this study, we have at times

been questioning it, sometimes even treating the whole thing a bit
whimsically. This does not mean we find little use for quantitative
research but that we want to resituate it in postmodern epistemology so
that it again may be useful. That its results are open to interpretation is
surely one claim we want to make. At the same time we also want to argue

that quantitative research does enable us to take more informed positions
in our arguments, to add information to the intuitions, observations,
hunches, suspicions, and guesses of daily experience that empower our
lore. As our friend Steve Lamb put it, "Whatever you feel about the
methodology and the results, you know more than you did before." And
isn't that the purpose of any kind of research?

In sharing the writing center community's respect for local
context, we make no grand claims that the stats yield The Truth, nor do we

claim that what the stats suggest for our Center is true for all others.
Different kinds of training programs and different kinds of students would
likely yield different figures, which is a variable this study cannot account
for. Also, different tutors within our Center could affect that results, yet

another variable unaccounted for. On the other hand, the tendencies we
have seen may emerge in some other centers as well. We can only invite
others to do their own studies. With Johanek, we do not believe quantitative research is a tool to be rejected as pseudoscientific positivism, though

some may use it that way. For us, we will continue to follow the many
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forking paths that create the Borgesian labyrinth we must negotiate in
constructing knowledge about what makes our consultants effective, or
not, and how our students learn to write, or not. Quantitative research gives

us, if not a compass, at least a few footprints to follow. And in the
meantime, we have a "data driven assessment" at hand when the Dean
comes knocking.
Notes

For a more detailed explanation, see Johanek's Composing
Research. To educate her readers in the ways of statistical analysis, she
uses a hypothetical and whimsical study of whether a red bowling ball
produces higher scores than a green or purple one. Despite the whimsy of
the subject matter and the invented data, the study illustrates quite clearly

how correlations are figured. The kind of detail Johanek provides is
beyond the scope of this essay, but we are indebted to her for the brief
explanation we attempt. Her study also contains the mathematical formulas that we do not include in our discussion (see 98-101, 106-108).
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